In the trenches, American soldiers adjusted to living with mud, rats, human waste, and the stench of decomposing bodies. Constant artillery barrages and the ever present threat of an attack frayed the nerves of even the most steadfast. "To be shelled is the worse thing in the world," Hervy Allen noted. "It is impossible to adequately imagine it. In absolute darkness we simply lay and trembled from sheer nerve tension" (3). Even if one could ignore the noise, the lice crawling on their skin or rats running over their bodies prevented many men from sleeping while in the front lines.
Steady shell fire meant constant casual ties, and men on the front lines often had to share their abode with the dead and dying, or the various body parts that remained after a shell explosion. however, Kemerer returned to his unit (21). Most soldiers who suffered from shell shock, battle exhaustion, or gas hysteria (a malady in which soldiers described physical symptoms associated with gas but had no actual injuries) voluntarily returned to the front after a few days rest in a field hospital. If rest and food were not enough to convince men to take this step once the tremors had stopped and speech and memory returned, field psychiatrists emphasized to each man that their comrades needed them and that the glory of victory would be lost to them forever if they failed to return to the front.
Men usually responded to these appeals to their honor, masculinity, duty, and ambition. Whether these soldiers were cured is another question. Three out of every five beds in government hospitals were filled in the interwar period with veterans suffering from shell-shock (22). Anecdotal evidence also underscores that many veterans had difficulty forgetting the wartime horrors they had witnessed. Three years after returning home, for instance, Walter Zukowski was not alone in noting that he was still fighting the war in his dreams (23). Many other veterans described themselves as nervous, jumpy, and unstable for years afterwards.
After nearly six grueling months of combat, the war ended for American soldiers. On 11 November 1918 at 11:00 a.m., the Armistice went into effect. Harry Croft noted that "everyone in my outfit wanted to fire the last shot. We decided each of us would put a hand on the
